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HERE IS MY DEDICATION—

To valiant Val, Marie, and Mo,
For drawing back the archer’s bow;
Diane and Tom, like William Tell,
Hit the target, true and well.

—CHARLES
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Prologue

A frigid whorl of air blew fat flakes of snow up Ellen’s right nostril—her left was frozen shut. She would have grimaced, but her face was too numb to move.

“Edgar, g-get that f-fire going,” she said through chattering teeth.

Her twin brother rubbed together two wicker reeds, hoping to set fire to the rest of the hot-air balloon basket heaped in the snowdrift.

They had traveled in the airship for weeks, leaving behind the warmth and familiarity of Nod’s Limbs and trading it, day by day, for air that bit ever more crisply into their skin, and fields below that changed from green to brown to (as of three days ago) white. The weather turned cruel, and the balloon itself had become laden with sheets of ice during an arctic blizzard. With fuel for the burner and rocket thrusters running out, the basket had sunk lower and lower, until it scraped the rocky ground. They could see nothing beyond the dense curtain of snowflakes, and when the balloon itself brushed a rocky outcropping, it cracked apart like peanut brittle. Now there was nothing left in Edgar and Ellen’s world but freezing winds, snow, and a pile of wicker that refused to catch fire.

“I s-saw a spark!” called Edgar. “White hot sp-sparks … everywhere …”

“For the 1-last time, those are sn-sn-snowflakes,” croaked Ellen.

“Right you are,” said Edgar deliriously. “Burning h-hot snowflakes … Come here, 1-little fellas….”

He began to dance about, attempting to hug the snowflakes for warmth.

Ellen pulled a holey blanket over her head, the only real protection she had against the weather besides the ratty footie pajamas she and her brother always wore. In just a few hours of snowy torment on the forsaken mountainside, her brother had gone mad, truly mad, and she knew she could not be far behind. She glanced at Pet for some sign of hope, but the little creature had drawn its mound of hair around its single eye, until it appeared to be no more than a fuzzy snowball. Whether it was warm under that insulation she could not say, for Pet had stopped moving an hour ago, and the blowing snow was beginning to pile up around it. Soon it would be buried and lost. As would they all.

Her brother pulled his arms all the way inside his pajamas, leaving the sleeves to flap maniacally as he bounded in circles, singing nursery rhymes. Ellen’s lids narrowed, and she could feel ice working to seal them shut. Would her eyes close now for the final time?

Then she heard Death itself call to her.

“Four,” came a ghostly voice on the wind.

“M-Minutes?” she asked the swirling snow. “Or hours?”

“What did you say, Sister?” said Edgar, stopping his frolic.

“D-D-Death calls, Brother,” Ellen moaned. “Proclaiming the m-m-moment of our d-doom. In f-four.”

“Sister, you’ve gone mad,” Edgar announced. “Stark-raving, full-tilt, nuts-to-you—”

That’s when the golf ball hit Edgar in the head and knocked him out cold.

The little ball rolled to a stop near Ellen’s toes. It really did look like a golf ball, down to the pitted dimples across its surface, except this ball was neon purple and stood out brilliantly against the snow.

A man’s head popped up from behind a rock. His bushy beard was crusted with ice, and he wore a Scottish tam o’ shanter (though the thin, little hat did not look like it could possibly keep him very warm).

“There you are, little rascal!” the man said. He called back over his shoulder, “Found it, Knute! Going to be a two-stroke penalty to get you out of the rough, you betcha.”

Another head popped up beside the first. This one wore a sensibly warm woolen hat, but when this fellow leaped over the rock to stand before her, Ellen noticed that he had on insanely ugly golfing knickers.

“Ah, snorft!” he cursed. He pointed a golf club at the purple ball. “I can play it where it lies, you watch. Little girl, would you mind moving your toes? Torbald here thinks I can’t get back on the fairway with a five iron.”

“Pff,” said Torbald. “Ten frøstendollers says you slice it left.”

Ellen considered her situation before responding. “Are you Death?”

“No, I’m Knute,” said the man. “I have a cousin Dethborg, but you probably don’t know him. He lives in Hjarnbladder.”

“Oh,” said Ellen. “I see. You h-hit my brother with your ball, Knute.”

“Well, I did call fore,” said Knute. “Oh, but maybe you didn’t hear me over the howling winds. I’m sure sorry about that. You should head back to town and have his noggin looked at.”

“T-T-T-T— Did you say t-t-t-t—”

“You can take our golf cart,” said Knute.

Ellen peeked over the rock and saw their “cart”: a small red dogsled attached to a team of huskies. The dogs also wore plaid tams. “I believe I’ll accept your offer,” she said at last.

“Good!” said Knute. “The dogs know the way to Frøsthaven Happy Healing Hospital, don’t you, pups?” One of the huskies yipped. “We’ve got a couple of fur parkas for you too. Looks like you caught a bit of a chill, eh?”

“Hurry up there, Knute,” said Torbald. “There’s nine holes to go before it gets cold.”

Knute sighed. “Wish it weren’t so skortkraggen hard to get a tee time on this course.”

With that, Knute sliced the ball wide left. It ricocheted off a jagged finger of ice and plummeted into a crevasse, never to be seen again.
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1. Frøsthaven

The town of Frøsthaven was the most pleasant place on Earth—or so one might think, had one not grown up in Nod’s Limbs. It boasted charming shopping districts (“The World’s Most Whopping Shopping”) and scintillating historic monuments (“Ern ‘Bearclaw’ Nortsk grappled three polar bears on this spot in 1888 without spilling his coffee”).

Any of a hundred other charms would have earned Frøsthaven a beloved spot in its citizens’ hearts, but without a doubt each man, woman, and child were proudest of their town’s ice sculptures. In most places, an ice sculpture entailed an artist chiseling a frozen block into teddy bears or flying geese—lovely, to be sure, but mere peanuts to the citizens of Frøsthaven. In this town, ice sculptures were more than art, they were the very building blocks of the community. Every house, every office, every shop, restaurant, library, and school—every structure right down to the outhouses—were chunks of ice that had been lovingly whittled into swirling, swooping, poetic shapes.

The twins, now bundled in borrowed furs, could see this gleaming vision as they rode over a ridge on the speeding golf sled (well, Edgar would have seen it, had he not still been unconscious). The storm had broken just as they crested the lip of a vast valley, and a bejeweled town spread out before them like a model railroad village. It seemed as if a half-mad glassblower had picked up his tools in the middle of a fever dream and conjured himself the largest glass menagerie the world had ever seen. Spires of ice caught the now-piercing sunlight and refracted it into dancing rainbows. And it wasn’t just the spires—every cupola, steeple, gazebo, garden shed, weather vane, clock tower, and, yes, covered bridge scattered glimmering light over this snow-lined valley as if a vat of glitter had exploded in the center of the city.

As the dogs pulled the sled through this winter wonderland, Ellen reflected on all that had happened in the past weeks, and what had led them on an adventure they never could have guessed they’d take.

It was all Stephanie Knightleigh’s fault, of course, as if that were any surprise. She had gotten her hands on a significant amount of balm from the collapsed spring in Nod’s Limbs, a mysterious substance that had at least one remarkable quality: If consumed, it could keep a person alive indefinitely. It was also highly explosive, and Pet’s only form of food. The twins had been happy to leave it at that, but then Stephanie had returned and stolen valuable notes and equipment from their cohort, Augustus Nod, and here they were: chasing down the redheaded princess to stop her from doing, well, whatever it was she planned to do.

Ellen had to admit they’d not been very well-informed when they’d begun their journey—they weren’t even positive Stephanie had come this way—but they did know that anyone so obsessed with balm was a danger, possibly on a global scale. Mad Duke Disease, a form of megalomania brought on by too much consumption of the balm, had led to more than one full-scale war in the past.

And then there was the Heimertz family, a traveling circus that protected balm springs around the world. They had vanished, and Ronan Heimertz, the twins’ loyal groundskeeper, had left to find them, and had likewise disappeared. Nod and Heimertz’s wife, Madame Dahlia, had set off after him, and the twins after Stephanie, in a race to discover the meaning behind these strange events. And what had they to show for it?

“Hypothermia,” mumbled Ellen. Edgar stirred next to her and raised his head, gazing out at the dazzling scenery.

“So sparkly,” he muttered. “Is it spun sugar? Am I in dessert heaven? Where all good desserts go when they die?”

Ellen grabbed the frozen Pet-ball from her brother’s lap and hit him with it.

“Snap out of it,” she said. “This isn’t Death—but it may actually be worse.”

She pointed at a wooden sign standing at the side of the ice road:

WELCOME TO FRØSTHAVEN!
THE CHARMINGEST LITTLE TOWN
IN THE ARCTIC CIRCLE

In the corner of the sign, a doe-eyed snowball wearing a top hat waved at them; above him a word balloon read: “Come on in! You’ll have a (snow) ball!”

“Charmingest?” said Ellen.

Edgar glanced around. “Um, why are we in a dog-sled?”

“Oh, you’re going to love this story,” said Ellen.

As Ellen filled him in, the huskies pulled them deeper into the valley. To the north of town, a behemoth of a mountain lorded over Frøsthaven. The monstrosity seemed out of place, alone in the center of the valley, as if it had been cast away by the distant mountain ranges for being too big. And the twins noticed another curious thing: Between the town and the mountain rose a high, glittering wall made entirely of ice, built as if to repel an army of invading Vikings.

At last they drew closer to town, and signs of activity increased, all of it as normal as one might expect: bundled children skipping home from school, mail carriers delivering letters and packages, crossing guards assisting pedestrians across streets.

But so, too, did these familiar scenes feel distinctly off. An old woman on a park bench fed breadcrumbs not to a flock of pigeons, but penguins; the clumsy birds nudged one another out of the way for mouthfuls of stale crust. A man on a ladder hoisted a bucket and paintbrush up the side of his house, but instead of spreading a garish yellow or green paint, as he might have in Nod’s Limbs, he brushed on a coat of water, which froze instantly and reinforced the ice exterior. And whereas Nod’s Limbsian homeowners like Mr. Poshi trimmed their topiary hedges into unicorns and cocker spaniels, the gardeners of Frøsthaven sculpted the snow in their front yards into the shapes of bushes and trees and perfectly straight hedgerows.

The twins sailed past a frozen pond, upon which stood bleachers full of fans in blue and pink parkas. The fans cheered athletes who swung baseball-like bats at snowballs and skated from base to base.

“Yes, fans, it’s a lovely day for some basbøll,” chirped an announcer. “Now put your mittens together for your Frøsthaven Joostentaglers!”

“I didn’t know there were towns up here,” said Edgar.

“We don’t even know where here is,” said Ellen. “Thanks to that sketchy map—and your totally nonexistent navigational skills—we could be hundreds of miles from the Black Diamond Glacier.”

“I’m an excellent navigator!” said Edgar. “You’re the one who threw the compass over the side—”

“I dropped it because you cranked the thrusters too hard,” said Ellen. “We lost the last of our food the same way, or don’t you remember?”

“Well, we were almost out of food, so big deal,” said Edgar. He slumped back down onto the sled and patted Pet, which was slowly unfurling from its curled-up state. “Do you think Stephanie passed through here?”

“I don’t hear any high-pitched complaining, so maybe not,” said Ellen. “But if so, we’ll find her.”

“I wonder what’s so special about the Black Diamond Glacier,” Edgar muttered for probably the eight-hundredth time since they’d started their journey. “Stephanie already has a bucket of Nod’s balm—she could live forever if she wanted to. What else does she hope to do with it?”

“I’m looking forward to stomping the answers out of her,” said Ellen. “And, you know, saving humanity and all.”

“Saving humanity,” repeated Edgar. “Do you really think Nod meant that, or was he just exaggerating? After all, this is just one annoying small-town princess we’re talking about.”

Ellen grunted. She looked around at the sparkling town.

“Like living under a disco ball,” she grumbled, and as she urged the dogs deeper into the valley, the twins sang:

Just when we thought one would suffice,
We’ve found a Nod’s Limbs trapped in ice,
A colder twist on nicey-nice,
This bland, snowflaky paradise.
Across the frozen fields we’ve trolled
All in the hopes of catching hold
Of more than just the common cold:
To see our rival’s plots unfold.
Now at the far side of the Earth,
We’ll see what twintuition’s worth.




2. Day Day Fest

The dogs pulled them down a wide boulevard toward the heart of town. Hardy trees in enormous planters lined the sides of the road; Ellen recognized birchbite pines, chill-backed aspens, tundra spruce, and some unknown variations of boreal tamaracks, all resilient, brutish species, but pruned here into perfect cones and pear shapes.

Traffic increased on the road—not cars, but more dogsleds, as well as sleighs pulled by reindeer, elk, and in one case, a team of walruses. The people on these conveyances could be heard humming or whistling, and when they passed one another they burst into carols sung in four-part harmony. These happy masses drove toward the center of the city, sweeping the twins’ dogsled along with them. Edgar and Ellen could see the town square ahead of them, an open space filled with colorful flags, streamers, and banners proclaiming some kind of festival. A bell tower rose over the square, much taller than the clock tower of Nod’s Limbs, and just as stately. Many festivalgoers in jaunty hats and lederhosen danced roundelays and waved cheerily to one another.

“I’m having a déjà vu experience,” said Edgar.

“No kidding,” said Ellen, as they rode by a stage and banner above it, reading:
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